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[The following article by Elsa Chanduvi Jana is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas
in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the May 1, 1997, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica
Press.]
April seems to be the month Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori favors to carry out actions that
take the country and the international community by surprise. Five years ago, on April 5, 1992,
Fujimori carried out his now famous "self-coup," closing Congress and the judicial branch and
ruling by decree. This past April 22, Fujimori surprised the world again, ordering a risky military
mission to rescue hostages who had been held by rebels for 126 days (see NotiSur, 04/25/97).
Until the moment of the rescue mission, more than 70% of Peruvians had consistently favored a
peaceful solution, according to public opinion polls. This changed after the operation was over. Two
days after the hostages were freed, 80% of respondents said they favored the military solution, in
a poll by the Apoyo public-opinion firm. For most analysts, this change in opinion was a result of
the emotional impact caused by the success of the mission. The sectors that had consistently called
for a peaceful solution were concerned about the high human cost that a military operation posed.
They had estimated that a military solution would lead to the deaths of between 20 and 30 of the 72
hostages and 14 Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA) rebels who had held them as
prisoners since Dec. 17.
The rescue mission confirmed the fear of a high death toll: 1 hostage and all 14 Tupac Amaru
guerrillas were killed. Two of the 140 military commandos who took part in the rescue mission
were also killed. Nevertheless, the well-planned and spectacular nature of the rescue mission
using sophisticated technology and highly trained troops and the death of only one hostage, has
led the government to declare emphatically that the military operation was a success because of
the low number of victims. And the local press has consistently referred to "three deaths" in their
description of the rescue mission.
Nevertheless, in the Apoyo poll, published April 24, 52% of the 400 people responding said they
lamented the deaths of the 14 rebels, the majority of whom were young people under the age
of 20. Concerns about negative effects of rescue President Fujimori benefitted from the action
immediately. His popularity in the Apoyo poll rose by 29%, translating into 67% support following
the rescue operation. "We have given the international community an example that terrorist
blackmail cannot be permitted, that we can't back down," said Fujimori.
The decision, however, raised other concerns. The success of the military operation implies that
a peaceful solution through negotiation failed. Did the negotiations fail, or were they discarded
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for a military solution? Fujimori has given contradictory answers to the question. In an interview
with Mexican television, Fujimori said that channels of negotiations with the Tupac Amaru rebels
had been exhausted. He added, however, "You can't negotiate with terrorists," and then offered
to export Peru's anti-hostage techniques to other countries. Fujimori's response is troubling in a
country where criticism of corruption or abuse committed by government authorities is seen as an
attack by the opposition trying to destabilize the administration.
The rescue mission came at a time when the Servicio de Inteligencia Nacional (SIN) and its central
figure, Vladamiro Montesinos, were facing an avalanche of accusations concerning the torture and
assassination of intelligence agents (NotiSur, 04/25/97). Montesinos has also been accused of having
ties to drug traffickers. Thus Fujimori is not only smiling because of his own jump in popularity, but
also because of the 80% support that the armed forces and intelligence service are receiving for their
role in the rescue mission. Gen. Nicolas de Bari Hermoza Rios, the head of the joint chiefs of staff
along with Montesinos and Fujimori are portrayed as the heroes of the military operation.
Nevertheless, there is concern that this troika will institutionalize a civilian-military form of
government, and that the political capital reaped by the rescue mission will allow recent accusations
of human rights abuses to be papered over. The majority of Peruvians, while supporting the
rescue, have stated in the polls that they have not forgotten the accusations that were flying
before the operation. Nearly 90% of the people responding said an exhaustive investigation of the
charges against the intelligence service is necessary. Armed groups weakened, but not eliminated
Fujimori has denied that there was any political motivation behind the timing of the rescue mission,
but political analysts such as Fernando Rospigliosi say the timing of the decision was not mere
coincidence.
The hostages crisis is now a thing of the past, but is rebel activity in Peru over? That the Tupac
Amaru rebels took the hostages in the first place is proof that guerrilla groups in Peru the MRTA
and Sendero Luminoso while seriously weakened and lacking in public support, can still act. With
half of Peru's 23 million people living in poverty and only 20% of the work-age population gainfully
employed, there is serious concern about the possibility that more young people will see violence as
an alternative to exclusion and poverty.
The sectors calling for a peaceful solution to the crisis were not only concerned about the losses in
a military operation, but they also believed that a negotiated settlement to the crisis would open
up the possibility of a lasting peace in the country. "The nonviolent solution to the crisis would
have preserved the lives of everyone hostages, captors, and troops and would have offered the
possibility that in Peru arms are not always the last word," read the statement from the human
rights organization Coordinadora Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDDHH). For his part, Juan
Julio Wicht, a Jesuit priest and one of the 71 freed hostages, said it is necessary "to put aside false
triumphant attitudes and to struggle for justice and peace without falling into violence, trampling
human rights, and destroying life." The hostage crisis is over, but national reconciliation that leads
to social justice is still pending.
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